THE CORPORATE SOCIETY: THE VILLAGE COMMUNITY
in money, but their permanent commutation did not take
place until two centuries later.
In the middle of the fourteenth century England was
struck by the Black Death: it proved to be an economic
catastrophe of supreme importance. The great pestilence
which ravaged the kingdom for fourteen months (1348-9)
is believed to have swept away one-third, perhaps one-half,
of the population. The figures of the chronicler are to be
accepted with caution, yet the court rolls of manors and the
diocesan institution books yield irrefragable testimony that
the mortality was overwhelming. The villeins who survived
the calamity seized the opportunity afforded by the general
prostration and social disorder to demand their release from
forced labour. There were now stronger motives than ever
to induce them to commute their services. Hitherto their
position, when contrasted with the wage-earning class of
rural labourers, had been in many respects enviable. They
owned as a rule a substantial holding, their tenure was
secure in practice, their duties were determined by custom.
But the Black Death caused an unprecedented rise in wages,
which were sometimes doubled; and the prosperity of the
hired labourers aroused the discontent of the villeins. They
became less compliant and submissive: they longed to win
their freedom and to share in the golden opportunities
enjoyed by the emancipated workers. The new appreciation
of the value of labour suddenly laid bare the economic and
social degradation of servitude. The manorial yoke grew
increasingly irksome for another reason. The lord claimed
the services of one man for one holding, and hitherto the
burden had been shared among the members of the house-
hold, while sometimes a virgate supported more than one
household. When the plague carried off a considerable part
of the population, the surviving tenants found their obliga-
tions excessive not from any coercion or increased pressure
on the part of the lord but because the burden now fell
entirely upon their own shoulders, since their households
were sadly reduced. As a consequence the villeins showed